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Introduction: 

In a recently published book chapter, titled, óHunger in the UK Classroomô, Defeyter et al. (2024) 

provide a succinct account of school meals programmes worldwide and how they have become the 

worldôs most extensive social safety net (World Food Programme, 2022), with nearly half of the 

worldôs school children, receiving a meal at school every day. However, this growth came to a halt by 

the arrival of the COVID pandemic, which saw 199 countries implement school closures (Defeyter et 

al., 2024). The authors argue that now is the time to rebuild this social safety net that drives social 

protection (household food security), education, agriculture (rural economy and food systems) and 

health and nutrition (dietary diversity, physical and mental growth, and development). The book 

chapter offers a historical account of the UK school food programme, one of the longest serving 

school meals systems worldwide, and critically evaluates the most recent academic papers on school 

breakfast clubs, school meals, packed lunches, and holiday provision.  

A growing body of research shows a positive association between school meals and improved health, 

behaviour, and attainment (e.g. Holford & Rabe, 2020; Spence et al., 2014). In terms of nutrition, 

children who consume school lunches have significantly better diets than otherwise, with school 

lunches often being better nutritionally than packed lunches from home (Evans et al., 2020). Packed 

lunches tend to be of lower nutritional value, especially in terms of total sugars, salt, protein, fibre, 

zinc, Vitamin A, iron and folate than school meals (Stevens et al., 2013; Evans et al., 2020). They are 

more likely to contain confectionary, savoury snacks and sweetened drinks, and less likely to contain 

vegetables than school meals. Moreover, increased school lunch quality is associated with improved 

concentration and being óon-taskô in the classroom (Golley et al., 2010; Storey et al., 2011). 

Consequently, school lunches are thereby associated with improved educational attainment (Cohen et 

al., 2021; Chefs in Schools; 2021). However, school meals are not delivered in a consistent way both 

across and within local authorities, which can impact the type, quality, and quantity of food on offer, 

and research shows that parent and pupilsô satisfaction with the óhealthinessô of school food is low, 

particularly within secondary school settings (Day et al., 2015; Hart & Page, 2020). Furthermore, the 

majority of research studies conducted on school food and food systems has been conducted in 

primary schools and far fewer studies (e.g. Rose et al., 2023; Lalli et al., 2024) have explored how the 

school food system operates in secondary school.  

School lunches are not the only food served in secondary schools. Indeed, many secondary schools 

now provide food at school breakfast clubs, breaktime and at after school clubs. The academic 

research pertaining to breakfast shows clear health and cognitive benefits for breakfast consumption 

versus breakfast skipping and there is some evidence that school breakfast clubs support improved 

dietary intake, socialisation, attendance, and educational attainment (see Defeyter et al, 2024 for a 

summary of key papers); and after school clubs improve dietary intake and socialisation (Graham, 

2014; Future Foundations Play Verto Can Team Survey, 2023).  
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As part of the national drive to improve child health and significantly reduce the number of children 

with obesity by 2030, increased emphasis is being placed on the importance of food education and 

food provision in schools. This is particularly relevant to schools based in areas of multiple 

deprivation where childhood obesity figures are high (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 

2022/2023). Due to existing infrastructure, such as large spaces and integrated food systems, schools 

are typically well-positioned to host food-related interventions (Walker et al., 2021), and academic 

research has shown the subsequent benefits of school-based food education such as improved food 

awareness, cooking skills, self-esteem, and willingness to try new foods (Ensaff et al., 2015; 2017).  

Moreover, a whole-school approach (Dimbleby, 2013; Dimbleby, 2021) to food education is 

beneficial to improvement in such outcomes. However, the literature shows that many schools fail to 

utilise a whole-school approach; for instance, some schools teach the importance of healthy eating 

whilst providing treats, which were high in fats and sugars, as rewards. In addition, significant 

variation has been noted across schools in terms of delivery quantity, quality and content of school 

lunches and nutritional education. This suggests that co-designing ófor differenceô in terms of pupils, 

staff, geographic location, culture, and values may be important considerations at the local level. 

There is little doubt that recent nation-wide increases in labour costs, food, and fuel inflation, have 

resulted in increased pressures for school caterers to deliver nutritious, sustainable food in schools 

(Defeyter, Stretesky, & Capstick, 2023). The issue of properly funding the state school meal system 

falls outside the remit of the present study, but if this issue is not addressed it is difficult to see how 

caterers and schools can improve the quality and quantity of the food provided across all state-funded 

schools across England. Addressing the school food funding system, revising school food standards, 

and ensuring an effective monitoring system that will enable caterers to provide a sustainable and 

quality school food service that promotes healthy eating in our children and young people is crucial 

(Eddy et al., 2024). Developing such a system can be informed through exploring what the school day 

looks like through the lived experiences of pupils, school staff and catering staff (i.e. the voices of 

lived experiences).  

As such, it is important to conduct research which explores how to re-design the school day to 

improve school meal provision and dietary intake to support pupilôs health and wellbeing, and 

educational attainment. Prior research has demonstrated that the co production of services through the 

inclusion of the service userôs voice and voices from within the community where services are 

delivered and the sharing of knowledge and provision of valuable insight leads to better policies and 

services which benefits communities (Attree et al, 2011; Farmer et al., 2018; McGrath et al., 2022). 

Working in collaboration with caterers, school staff, public health, and VCS organisations and other 

academic colleagues the current research project will use participatory co-design methods to capture 

the voices of young people, school staff and key stakeholders from relevant organisations to engage 
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participatory research that focuses on co-designing a creative framework for the incorporation of food 

and food education into the school day.  

Aims and Objectives: 

The aim of this study is to co explore knowledge and realities, co produce materials, and co design 

(with young people attending a secondary school in County Durham, school staff and key 

stakeholders) a framework on how to best incorporate food, in terms of access, quality, provision etc. 

into the school day. We aim to understand how we, as a group, can improve school meal uptake and 

individual dietary intake during the secondary school day to support pupilôs health, wellbeing, 

attendance, and educational attainment. The co-developed framework will generate innovative and 

creative solutions to some of the current issues regarding school food within the school day as noted 

within the research literature.  

There are no research hypotheses or research questions for this study, rather the study is one of 

appreciative, creative enquiry. Our aim is to understand the different experiences of young people in 

relation to food in school, and to use this to better address their needs in collaborative creative enquiry 

with staff and other stakeholders.  

Methods:  

Design:  

This study employed qualitative and participatory research methods. Qualitative data were collected 

in a two-day rapid co-design workshop at one secondary school in County Durham. Young people 

and school staff generated the research questions and topics that they wanted to focus on. The 

workshops were facilitated by pre-designed creative activities and templates that provided structure to 

workshops.  

Participants  

Participants were purposively sampled and included fifteen young people from the secondary school 

where the co-design workshops took place, alongside fifteen adult participants consisting of school 

staff and key stakeholders from relevant organisations (e.g. caterers; VCS). Adoption of purposive 

sampling to recruit participants to this study ensured that all adult participants were involved with 

food and or food education within schools. Young people were purposively recruited to be 

representative of their year group and school. The methodology used was based on an amended 

version of the Design Council's Double Diamond framework (Design Council, 2004), to ensure that 

all participants knowledge and participation is scaffolded. This approach has been used by Defeyter 

(2021) in a series of studies involving stakeholders and user groups co-designing their own HAF 

activities, and more recently in a project using a similar methodology, involving Prof Yee, Dr Spencer 
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and Prof Defeyter that involved young people (13-16-year-olds) co-designing a HAF Plus framework 

(Defeyter et al., 2022). 

Structure of the Workshops: 

The co-design workshop consisted of four stages (Discover, Define, Develop, Deliver). The 

workshops were supported by a parallel cultural probes (Gaver, Dunne, Pacenti, 1998) project 

undertaken by young people in the school that involved them photographing school dinners, packed 

lunches, and food related experiences across the school day. A range of these photos were displayed 

on a wall during the two workshops to provide additional context. We acknowledge that these 

photographs may not be representative of all food that is being served at the school, but they do 

provide examples of what the pupils are eating prior to, and during the school day. These photos acted 

as prompts and inspiration to the idea generation activity and provided a way to sensitise all the 

workshop participants, school staff and external stakeholders to some aspects of the pupilôs 

experiences with food in school. A sample of photographs depicting food experiences around school 

breakfast time are shown in figures 1 & 2; a photo of a typical food experience around school break 

time is shown in figure 4; and photos showing lunch time food experiences are shown in figures 5-6. 

 

 

Figures 1 & 2: School breakfast food experiences 
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Figure 3: A school break time food experience 
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Figures 4-6: Lunch time food experiences (including a packed lunch example) 

  

Workshop Day 1: 

The Discover phase explored the relationship that young people and adults have with food, and how 

they view, and access food offered in school. Participants were asked to comment on the óWall of 

Foodô to help express their relationship with food and to sensitise them to the topic of the workshop in 

a way that was fun and creative. This acted as an icebreaker, but also allowed the team to start 
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identifying different aspects that forms and effect young peopleôs, and adultôs relationship to food 

(Figures 7-8).  

 

 

Figure 7: The Lunch Menu part of the Wall of Food 

 

Figure 8: The entire Wall of School Food 
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The collages formed the basis of the next activity, which asked the young people to map out their 

typical óDay in Schoolô to start bringing out more specifics to when, where and what type of food they 

encounter during a typical school day. The second stage, Define, highlighted key themes, challenges 

and constraints that formed the Design Brief. Young people were asked to review the collages and 

then map out their óDay in Schoolô (Figure 9). They were then asked to come to a group agreement to 

their top five school food challenges (Figure 10) that led to the formation of their Design Brief. 

(Figure 11). Their experiences, challenges and constraints identified are summarised in Figures 12-14. 

 

 

Figure 9: Young people were asked to map out their óDay in the Life of School in Relation to Foodô. 
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Figure 10: Top Five Challenges ï Each group of young people were asked to identify and select their 

top five challenges in relation to their school food experience after doing the Day in the Life exercise.  


